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Kjerstin and Stefan Olmårs, (Secretary of Jussi
Björling Society, Sweden), Voxna 2017

chairman Bengt Krantz writes: ”Kjerstin
Dellert was a person who spread enthusiasm
around her. Near her, one was guaranteed to
be in the very best humor. Her great artistic
heritage remains with us. We know one of
the last of her singing generation is now gone,
but preserved in very grateful memory by us
all, who admired her art for more than half a
century.”
Kjerstin Dellert died on 5 March 2018,
aged 92. n
Thanks to Calle Friedner, Harald Henrysson,
and Bengt Krantz for this article.
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yric Opera of Chicago was an important venue for Jussi Björling in the last
half-decade of his career. Between
1955 and 1958 he sang 31 performances
there in nine of his most famous roles. Of
these, Il trovatore was the most frequent. He
appeared in this opera nine times over three
of his four Chicago seasons.
The company had been founded only a
year before Björling’s debut. Carol Fox, the
first general director and a co-founder along
with managing director Lawrence Kelly and
conductor Nicola Rescigno, conceived it as
a “singer’s house” and considered it to be
“La Scala West.” Precisely to allow singers
to sing in Chicago and then get to La Scala
in time for that opera house’s traditional
opening date of December 7, the early
seasons included performances only in October and November. In two short months
each season, Björling found himself singing
in three to five different operas.
It was as Manrico in Il trovatore

that Björling made his Chicago debut
on November 5, 1955. His Leonora was
Maria Callas, returning for her second
season. This performance and the repeat
on November 8 are the only times they
ever sang together. With Nicola Rescigno
conducting, the cast included Ebe Stignani
and Ettore Bastianini (replaced by Claramae
Turner and Robert Weede for the second
performance). Of the first performance
Claudia Cassidy, the influential music critic
of the Chicago Tribune, wrote that while his
voice could at times get lost in the “operatic
din,” Björling’s “love song in gentle mood is
matchless in sheer beauty, and his ‘Di quella
pira’ glitters like his flashing sword.” Of the
second performance she wrote that Björling
sang “like a Nordic archangel equipped with
a celestial high C.”
In the second of his four roles in the
1955 season, Björling sang the Duke in
Rigoletto with Tito Gobbi in the title role,
Teresa Stich-Randall as Gilda, and Rescigwww.jussibjorlingsociety.org

Callas as Jussi’s Leonora, 1955

no again conducting. Cassidy wrote that
Björling “had no equal in this role” and
that she had “never heard him in better
voice.” She captures the essence of Björling’s
vocal magic when she writes that his “lustrous tenor soars with a brilliance all but
incredibly lovely because it never loses the
poignancy that falls on it like a Nordic veil.”
Björling next appeared that season in
the title role in Faust, this time under the
esteemed veteran conductor Tullio Serafin,
with Nicola Rossi-Lemeni, Rosanna Carteri,
and Robert Weede in the other principal
roles. Seymour Raven wrote in the Tribune
that his “Salut, demeure chaste et pure” was
“the most exquisite art song within opera
that the stage can know. The resonance –
not only of tone but feeling – that Björling
bestows upon the French language is a
wonder of the lyric theater.” Irving Sablosky
in the Chicago Daily News called him “probably the finest Faust of our day.”
Finishing out the 1955 season, Björling
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appeared in Verdi’s Un ballo in maschera.
Rescigno again conducted, with Gobbi
and Turner returning and Anita Cerquetti
making an impressive debut as Amelia.
Cassidy described their Act II duet as “what
such a duet should be, an outpouring of
impassioned Verdi.” In a perceptive assessment of Björling’s portrayal of his character,
she wrote that his “magnificent tenor, so
rich from the highest to the lowest note of
its formidable range, relies on the candor
of the noble mind, here highlighted with
mischief.”
For the 1956 season, Björling returned
in Il trovatore. Conducting this time was
Bruno Bartoletti, a newcomer to Chicago
who would become a mainstay of Lyric
Opera, serving for many years as its artistic
director and principal conductor. Bartoletti
also conducted Björling’s other two operas
that season, Tosca and La bohème. These
two operas paired him with Renata Tebaldi,
who was to be his most frequent soprano

partner in Chicago. They sang together
seven times in the 1956 and 1957 seasons
in three Puccini operas: Tosca, La bohème,
and Manon Lescaut. Reminiscing upon his
retirement in 2006, Bartoletti recalled that
Tebaldi “acted through her fantastic, beautiful voice.” Of Björling, he said that he had a
silken tenor “with a core of steel.”
In the Chicago Tribune, Claudia
Cassidy called the 1956 Tosca “a night of
stars shining brightly,” crediting not only
the singers but also Bartoletti. Of the three
principals she wrote, “in voice so opulent it
was both sumptuous and dangerous, [Tebaldi] set the wonderful old thriller blazing in
one of the Lyric’s finest productions, with
Jussi Björling singing magnificently as Cavaradossi. Tito Gobbi was back as the best
Scarpia on the operatic market.”
Several veteran Chicago operagoers
contributed their recollections for this article. Kurt Youngmann recalls that Björling
and Tebaldi were both in “astoundingly
great form” in that season’s La bohème.
Considering what we know of their singing
in this opera from recordings of other performances, this is enormous praise.
The 1957 season was Björling’s most
prolific in Chicago. He sang nine performances in five different operas. Carol Fox
dubbed the season “a tenor lover’s fantasy”
because it featured, besides Björling, Mario
del Monaco (in Otello, Andrea Chénier,
and I pagliacci), Giuseppe di Stefano (in La
Gioconda, Adriana Lecouvreur, Tosca, and
Lucia di Lammermoor), and Richard Tucker
(also in La Gioconda).
Björling had his own stellar array of
soprano counterparts that year: Renata Tebaldi (in Manon Lescaut, with Serafin conducting); Anna Moffo (in La bohème, with
Gianandrea Gavazzeni conducting); Anita
Cerquetti (in Un ballo in maschera and Don
Carlo, both with Georg Solti conducting);
and Eleanor Steber (in Tosca, with Bartoletti
conducting).
Nor was the strong casting limited
to tenors and sopranos. Don Carlo, for
example, was presented in Chicago for the
first time in a professional production with
Tito Gobbi as Rodrigo and Boris Christoff
as Philip II. Carol Fox later recalled that
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Jussi with
Renata Tebaldi in
Manon Lescaut

the most cherished musical memory of her
tenure as general director was the first-act
duet in this opera as sung by Björling and
Gobbi. As for Christoff, Roger Dettmer in
the Chicago American praised “his marvelous characterization” of King Philip.
Chicago operagoers Alan and Joy
Gough also hold many fond memories
of performances in these years. Seeming
to confirm both the praise for Christoff ’s
acting and that for Björling’s singing, Alan
Gough remarked that Jussi was “no Boris
Christoff ” in his acting, but “what he did
with his voice” was more than ample compensation.
In the return of Un ballo in maschera
with Cerquetti and Aldo Protti, Claudia
Cassidy in the Tribune found Björling’s singing and Georg Solti’s conducting to be the
only praiseworthy elements, with Jussi “in
magnificent voice” and “[standing] alone
in the ease and elegance of the grand style.”
Roger Dettmer in The Chicago American
found more in the overall performance to
commend, while also reserving his greatest
praise for Solti and Björling, finding Jussi to
have sung perhaps even better this season
than before, “a tenor without peer among
today’s singing musicians.”
As for Björling’s three performances
in Manon Lescaut in 1957 with Tebaldi in

the title role, Cornell MacNeil as Lescaut,
and Tullio Serafin conducting, it is hard
to square Robert C. Marsh’s dismissal of
these in his book 150 Years of Opera in
Chicago as “routine” with Seymour Raven’s
account in the Tribune, that Björling “tore
loose with the most emancipated physical
performance I have ever seen him sing”
or with MacNeil’s recollection that he
forgot to sing his responses as Lescaut to
Björling’s impassioned “No! Pazzo son!” as
Des Grieux because he was “just astounded
watching him, both as a singer and actor.”
Adding to the weight of these recollections,
Chicago operagoer Alan Gough recalls the
“urgency” of Des Grieux’s pleas to the ship’s
captain in this same scene as having an
impact he’d felt in no other performance.
Kurt Youngmann, who also heard at least
one of these performances, confirms that
Björling and Tebaldi were “indeed superb
together” and that the “long Act II duet has
never been sung better.” In a colorful detail,
Youngmann recalls that during the final
curtain call, Serafin stood between Björling
and Tebaldi and “held their hands way up in
the air like prizefighters who had just won
the championship.”
Björling finished his Chicago years
with the 1958 season, appearing again in
Il trovatore and Rigoletto and ending with
Aida, which he had not previously sung
at Lyric Opera or anywhere in America.
These performances were conducted not by
Bartoletti or another conductor from past
seasons, but by Lee Schaenen in his Lyric
Opera debut for Il trovatore and international veteran Georges Sebastian for Rigoletto and Aida.
Echoing what she had written about
his 1955 Manrico, Cassidy wrote of the
1958 Trovatore that “Björling had his major
innings with the third act arias, spinning
out the lovely legato of ‘Ah si, ben mio’ and
the steely glint of ‘Di quella pira.’” Writing of
this season’s Rigoletto, Cassidy singled out
Björling for high praise, finding evidence
that “his is the most beautiful tenor of them
all, a gleaming tenor of quality, range, and
color, used with a skill so polished that he
can toss off ‘La donna è mobile’ as if it were
a game . . ..” She also noted “a new ease of
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Claudia Cassidy (photo courtesy Chicago
Tribune)

stage presence [and] a patrician sense of
costume and style . . ..” The sum of these
qualities, she concluded, produced a performance “not easily matched in contemporary
opera.”
As for the final opera in 1958, Aida,
contemporaneous reviews were somewhat
mixed, or at best cautionary, when it came
to Jussi Björling’s Radamès. Robert C.
Marsh in the Chicago Sun-Times observed
that Björling, at the first of the three performances, had started out cold, to ill effect
in “Celeste Aida,” but then had warmed
up vocally as the evening went on, this
welcome factor having had no benefit on his
“atrocious” acting. Claudia Cassidy wrote in
the Tribune that Björling had sung his role
“well, often magnificently, but not in the
heroic style as he is not that kind of tenor.”
She cautioned her “favorite tenor” to focus
his efforts on the many roles “gloriously his
own.”
With Björling, Tebaldi, Callas, and
many others, Lyric Opera’s initial aim of
attracting top singers was more than met in
those first years. Some of these made contributions beyond their stage performances.
Tito Gobbi, for example, who sang with Jussi in each of his four seasons in 18 of Jussi’s
31 performances, helped in such matters as
scouting talent (including Bartoletti) and
guiding young singers. For these efforts and
his many fine performances there, Gobbi
www.jussibjorlingsociety.org

As Radamès in Lyric’s Aida

was called “Lyric’s godfather” and “arguably
the most influential singer in Lyric’s first
quarter-century” by William Mason, general director from 1997 to 2011.
Mention of William Mason raises an
interesting footnote to the list of Björling’s
colleagues. Forty years before he became
general director, Mason, (age 14 and then
known as Billy Mason) sang the role of the
Shepherd in Tosca with Jussi in 1956. Nor
is he the only future general director Jussi
sang with! The cast for the 1955 Rigoletto
included Ardis Krainik as Giovanna, Gilda’s
nurse. Krainik later served as general
director of the company from 1982 to 1997,
following Fox and preceding Mason. She
was so successful and revered that the Lyric
Opera’s auditorium was renamed the Ardis
Krainik Theatre in 1996.
Recalling the beginnings of the Lyric
Opera, Claudia Cassidy called those early
years “a miracle.” By the end of the 1955
season she was able to write, “How the
company has done so much in so short a
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time is all but incredible . . ..” Operagoers
who were lucky enough to be there attest
to the excitement of these years and, in
particular, of Björling’s performances. As
this mid-century period passes into history,
their recollections are worth preserving.
Alan Gough, already quoted, recalls that
Björling’s voice in the theater was “clear,
pure, unaffected” and that it “carried
perfectly” even to the second balcony. It
was a voice “like no other,” containing a
“triumphal aspect” but also a “lament.” It
is striking how this informal assessment
comports with the many others, some
already quoted here, who speak of Björling’s
gleaming tone with a veil of melancholy. It
was “one of the real treats of my life, to have
heard this man,” says Gough. After recalling
the story of the young Björling boys missing
the chance to hear Caruso in New York
because they prevailed upon their father
to take them to a Wild West show, Gough
remarked, “Björling didn’t hear Caruso, but
Caruso should have heard him.”

Peter Hammond has been a longtime
member of the Jussi Björling Society-USA
and currently serves on its board. He became
interested in opera in his early twenties and
listened to many recordings of great singers, out
of whom he identified Jussi as having a special
quality. He has been an ardent fan ever since. n
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